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Abstract 
 Public relations professionals have generally considered issue management to be one of 
the primary ways in which public relations helps organizations influence public policy. Recently 
scholars have begun to expand past the corporate perspective to explore how activist groups and 
non-state actors, such as nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), employ issue management 
public relations campaigns. Researchers have argued NGOs and coalitions have made significant 
contributions to civil society and to democracy. One of the main ways these actors contribute to 
society is by challenging and affecting public policy decisions. Crucial to these contributions is 
the ability of these groups to convince publics of the legitimacy of their issue and themselves as 
actors. This study explored how Coombs’ (1992) managerial-focused categories for legitimacy 
can be applied to NGO issue management efforts in the wake of crises. This study employed a 
content analysis on the communicative efforts of five NGOs and news articles covering the 
NGOs working in the space of the European immigration crisis. The findings showed that 
Coombs’ bases for legitimacy are present in NGO public relations documents, that different 
NGOs seem to rely more heavily on certain bases than others, and that efforts of legitimacy 
building may be present across organizations’ public relations materials and news coverage—
seemingly aiding NGO legitimacy building efforts. These findings expand issue management 
literature focused on advocacy groups in an international context and also explore how 
legitimacy claims, specifically, can be found and utilized to build an agenda in public relations 
material and news coverage. These findings also aid practitioners in understanding how to better 
engage in issue management in an international context and how to improve the effectiveness of 
advocacy efforts.  
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Get Legit or Quit: 
NGO advocacy and legitimacy efforts on the European Immigration Crisis 
With the recent increased influx of African immigrants and refugees into Europe, it has 
been apparent that various countries within the European Union, and in the international 
community at large, are at odds when it comes to policies regarding the regulation and 
integration of immigrants and refugees arriving daily (Cosgrave & Ellyatt, 2015). More than a 
million migrants and refugees arrived to Europe by sea in 2015. As of March 22, 2016, nearly 
165,000 migrants and refugees have arrived to Europe by land and sea routes since the start of 
2016 (UNHCR, 2016). The recent international immigration crisis is one that has created various 
concerns; including anxiety regarding the dangers migrants and refugees face during the journey, 
but also the potential economic and cultural threat these people pose to affected European 
countries, not to mention discussions of threats to national security. Various stakeholders and 
stakeseekers— or those who also claim to have a stake in decision-making (Holzer, 2008). — are 
presenting and expressing competing interests, issue positions, narratives and rhetoric The 
European Union, independent European nations and various NGO groups have been working to 
voice their respective opinions on issues of asylum, immigration and integration. Since 2014, 
various humanitarian organizations, have engaged in a series of large-scale media advocacy 
exercises, aiming at convincing European countries to do more to help (Berry, Garcia-Blanco & 
Moore, 2015). 
By their very nature, NGOs and not-for-profit organizations are highly dependent on 
public support and must work to position their issue as a legitimate public concern and their 
organization as a legitimate spokesperson on that issue to attract future members and resources 
(Heath & Palenchar, 2009). Often NGOs serve as a voice of the needs of marginalized 
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individuals that are not integrated or often considered in other systems and are able to provide a 
counterargument to the positions being presented by various state actors and officials 
(Sommerfeldt, 2013). An organization that is viewed favorably by the government, by it donor 
base and by the general public is seen as more legitimate is likely to face less criticism, have a 
more accepted voice and suffer less public policy constraint than some of its less-favored 
counterparts (Heath & Palenchar, 2009).  
For these reasons, legitimacy is of particular importance for activist groups and, as a 
result, there is a need for a better understanding of how NGOs and advocacy groups use 
legitimacy claims. Through a content analysis of communication efforts and media coverage of 
five different organizations and using Coombs’ (1992) traditionally corporate-focused “bases for 
legitimacy,” or forms of support for legitimacy claims explained later in this paper, this study 
sought to test Coombs’ theory in advocacy groups. This study did not focus on whom or what 
audience was at the focus of efforts, but rather, on which legitimacy strategies were present in 
public relations documents and news coverage for five NGOs: The International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), Human Rights Watch (HRW), Save the Children (Save), the Migrant Offshore 
Aid Station (MOAS), and Caritas International (Caritas). This study examined to what extent 
nongovernmental organizations employ these bases for legitimacy in public relations documents, 
if these bases are maintained across public relations documents and news coverage, and how 
bases employed might vary among NGOs sharing different characteristics (including 
membership, money, and expertise). Through this analysis, I argue that NGOs can utilize the 
same bases for legitimacy that corporations and companies employ and that these bases may be 
used for agenda building purposes. Additionally, I argue that bases employed can depend on the 
nature of the crisis or issue being advocated for and on the organizational structure of an NGO.  
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Public relations scholars and practitioners accept that public relations contributes to 
organizational survival and that the practice of public relations builds relationships and helps 
organizations and publics to understand each other by sharing and communicating various ideas 
and perspectives. Yet, the role of public relations in society is less clear (Yang & Taylor, 2013). 
Issue management as a public relations practice is a conflict and a competition for legitimacy, 
and this struggle is not a recent occurrence (Heath & Palenchar, 2009). In the past decade, the 
number of practitioners and organizations dedicated to public relations has grown immensely and 
the practice has evolved beyond image building and publicity to new levels of influence (Yang & 
Taylor, 2013).  In revenue alone U.S. public relations industry has been calculated to have 
increased by about $5 billion from 2000 to 2013 (US Census Bureau) and is projected to grow 12 
percent from 2012 to 2022 (Bureau of Labor Statistics).  
This growth is relevant and consistent through transnational organizations as new media 
enables activist groups and transnational nongovernmental organizations to transcend national 
boundaries, interact with and mobilize citizens across the globe (Seo, Kim & Yang, 2009). 
Public relations efforts have also significantly contributed to society to enhance democracy 
(Sommerfeldt, 2013; Yang & Taylor, 2013), relieve ethnic tensions (Taylor 2000), and advocate 
for issues of public interest (Ciszek, 2015). Public relations professionals have generally 
considered issue management to be one of the primary ways in which public relations helps 
organizations influence public policy (Coombs, 1992). Transnational advocacy networks have 
become politically significant forces in international relations over the last several decades, 
(Keck & Sikkink, 1999). There are a number of NGOs and other advocacy groups active in 
setting the narrative and providing policy solutions for the European immigration crisis. This 
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study set out to see how these organizations are employing public relations practices to further 
their agenda and to control the narrative of discussions on the issue.  
Ciszek (2015) noted that despite an emerging presence of activism and public relations, 
for years, scholars did not recognize these public relations activities as such because activist 
groups (and not traditional corporate organizations) were the ones employing these actions. Until 
recently, public relations practice and scholarship often regard activist groups as external publics 
only serving as recipients of corporate public relations efforts and messages and not as 
practitioners of public relations themselves (Ciszek, 2015). Conceptualizing public relations 
from the perspective of corporation and business ignores the reality that activist and advocacy 
groups strategically use communication efforts to call attention to, frame, and advocate issues, 
positions, and activities (Heath & Waymer, 2009, p. 195). For example, Keck and Sikkink 
(1999) explained how as recently as 1970, the idea that the human rights of citizens of any 
country are a legitimate concern of people and governments everywhere was considered radical. 
It was through the efforts of transnational advocacy networks that human rights were placed at 
crucial in foreign policy agendas (Keck and Sikkink, 1999). This example shows the value and 
influence of NGOs and their public relations tactics and campaigns on global dialogue, 
perspectives and policy decisions. Further understanding how these NGOs and advocacy groups 
can affect public opinion and policy is not only something lacking in the literature, but also a 
crucial component to the practice of public relations in today’s interconnected world.  
Heath (2010) cautioned against the narrowness of corporate public relations, especially 
one that focuses on one stakeholder public at a time (such as governments and state actors) rather 
than on the larger, stronger dialogue among various stakeholders and stakeseekers. Heath called 
for a model that acknowledges that all types of organizations engage in and have need for public 
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relations. He argued the word “corporate” should be general enough to embrace all collectivities 
that are organized and functional, serving as stakeholders and stakeseekers in the mix of issue 
management and public policy development. Adopting Heath’s new definition, this study 
positioned five significant NGOs as “corporate” groups in order to test Coombs’ (1992) 
legitimacy theory on the actions of advocacy groups. Recently more public relations scholars 
have challenged the dominant adversarial approach to activism and public relations and have 
examined how activists employ public relations (cf., Jun, 2011; Kim & Yang, 2009; Paek, Hove, 
Jung & Cole, 2013; Reber & Kim, 2006; Schwarz & Fritsch, 2014; Seo, Kim & Yang, 2009; 
Sommerfeldt, 2013; Taylor, Kent and White, 2003). Although advancements have been made in 
the literature, there remains a gap in better understanding how activists and advocacy groups use 
public relations tactics and, more specifically, how these groups express legitimacy claims. This 
study sought to fill this gap by exploring which legitimacy strategies are employed by NGOs in 
their public relations documents and how well these strategies and these narratives transfer to 
media coverage of these NGOs.  
Activist organizations are important to public relations scholarship because they have 
unique communication and relationship building needs, and activists must gain support in order 
to thrive in a “competitive marketplace of ideas and issues” (Smith & Ferguson, 2001). Dutta 
(2009) suggested imagining activists as public relations practitioners because it opens up 
possibilities for listening to marginalized and underrepresented voices that challenge and suggest 
alternatives to dominant public discussions. Smith & Ferguson (2010) argued that because 
advocacy groups and their targets are often at odds, they constantly question each other’s issues, 
motives, right to exist and position on an issue. This creates a "dual legitimacy challenge" of 
establishing legitimacy for themselves while also undermining the legitimacy of opposing actors 
NGO ISSUE MANAGEMENT & LEGITIMACY IN CRISES  13 
and conflicting policy prescriptions. They also argued that more international case studies of 
activism are required to overcome Western bias in current research (Smith & Ferguson, 2001). 
Managers of NGOs increasingly recognize how essential public relations is to their success, but 
many questions remain regarding what elements of international public relations are utilized in 
NGO communication efforts (Tkalac & Pavčič, 2009). Heath (2010) argued that there remains a 
need for a theory-based systematic way to understand, research, and critique the role of public 
relations in forming and responding to competing and convergent ideas was necessary—a need 
this study sought to fill.  
This study seeks to further develop an option to fulfill Heath’s call for a systematic 
process for understanding how all types of organizations engage in and have need for public 
relations. Coombs’ (1992) managerial-focused issue management theory offered that “bases for 
legitimacy,” or forms of support for legitimacy claims were often employed by organizations to 
legitimize themselves and their issues (these being, tradition, charisma, bureaucracy, values, 
symbols, de-legitimacy, credibility, rationality, emotionality and entitlement). Adopting the 
belief that advocacy groups actively employ public relations, this study also tested how Coombs’ 
theory, defined more clearly below, applied in communication effort and media coverage of 
NGOs addressing the European immigration crisis. This paper worked to expand literature 
observing the role of activist groups as practitioners in an international context. In addition, this 
study explored if differing backgrounds of NGOs affect which of Coombs’ bases for legitimacy 
NGOs apply in issue management efforts and how well the NGOs’ narratives are transferring to 
news articles and the media. Explicitly stated, this study explored the following areas: 
RQ1: To what extent are Coombs’ legitimacy strategies present in the public relations 
documents produced by NGOs?  
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RQ2: How does the presence of Coombs’ legitimacy strategies vary across public relations 
documents of, and media coverage on NGOs?  
RQ3: How does the presence of Coombs’ legitimacy strategies (in the media coverage or 
Public Relations documents) vary among NGOs that have different organizational 
characteristics (such as year of establishment, staff size, organizational structures and 
associations)? 
The paper is divided into four main sections. The first section of the paper presents the 
extant literature on issues management, counterpublics, NGOs and civil society, legitimacy and 
agenda setting. The methods used to study the case of the European immigration crisis are 
detailed in the second section. The third section presents the results. The final section situates the 
findings into the broader literature and discusses implications of this study for current and future 
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Literature Review 
This study examined to what extent NGOs employ Coombs’ (1992) bases for legitimacy 
in public relations documents, if these bases are maintained across public relations documents 
and news coverage, and how bases employed might vary among NGOs sharing different 
characteristics (including membership, money, and expertise). This section will review the extant 
literature on issues management, counterpublics, NGOs and civil society, legitimacy and agenda 
setting. A review of Coombs’ (1992) strategies for legitimacy is described in order to give 
context for the data sought in the content analysis described in the following methods section. 
Finally a brief overview of the case is offered as well as information on the NGOs observed in 
this study.  
Defining Strategic Issue Management  
Loosely defined, issue management is a proactive effort to deal with any type of internal 
or external issue (Coombs, 1992). Researchers have identified two primary dimensions of issue 
management: issue identification, and efforts to affect the resolution of an issue. Since there are 
often two or more competing points of view and various interests involved in any instance of 
issue management, issue management is naturally a competitive process, especially for advocacy 
organizations working to gain the limited resources and attention of often indifferent 
international audiences (Tkalac & Pavčič, 2009). An issue manager is an individual or group 
who initiates various communication efforts to gain publics’ support on an issue, gain 
organizational legitimacy and, ultimately, to affect public policy decisions (Coombs, 1992). Any 
organization can choose to take part in issue management with the goal of gaining support for its 
position on an issue. 
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Public policy communication should be a dialogue, the exchange of statement and 
counterstatement between interested parties (Heath, 1993). The practice and study of public 
relations has traditionally been largely focused on companies and corporations, and while they 
also seem to discourage the success of smaller, less-established advocacy groups and 
organizations  (Heath & Palenchar, 2009). Despite the fact that corporate perspectives have 
traditionally been most successful and more widely accepted, other organizations continue to 
work to have their views prevail (Heath, 2010). When public relations thinkers have written 
about the strategies employed by activists, they generally have proposed issue management 
reactions and public relations campaigns as programs of action in response to those challenges 
brought up by activists (Smith & Ferguson, 2001).  
Recently, scholars and practitioners have accepted that activist organizations themselves 
face challenges that require public relations programs and that they use many of the same tactics 
other organizations use (Cizsek, 2015). Managers of NGOs increasingly recognize how essential 
public relations is to their success, but many questions remain on what elements of international 
public relations are utilized in NGO communication efforts (Tkalac & Pavčič, 2009). Issue 
management literature suggests that NGOs as issue advocates must draw attention to a problem 
or issue and position themselves as legitimate advocates before audiences in order to 
successfully argue for their recommended policy solutions (Crable & Vibbert, 1985). Scholars 
have even claimed that studying activist public relations strategies is particularly important to the 
practice because of the unique communication and relationship building needs advocacy groups 
have in order to gain support and maintain their efforts (Smith & Ferguson, 2001). Crable and 
Vibbert (1985) suggested that activists themselves are particularly skilled issues management 
practitioners, utilizing issues management strategy with greater dexterity than "traditional” 
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organizations while working to create, change, or defeat policies or legislation. Smith & 
Ferguson (2010) stated NGOs experienced the need to delegitimize established institutions and 
simultaneously legitimize the need for their own existence and success; making NGOs a 
particularly crucial factor in the evolutionary history of issues management 
Heath (2010) cautioned against the narrowness of corporate public relations—a definition 
that excludes NGOs and keeps advocacy groups from being accepted as public relations 
practitioners— and called for a model that acknowledges that all types of organizations engage 
in and need public relations. Every organization needs to build relationships with publics of 
interests and needs to communicate a perspective, idea, policy or product. He stated that future 
research should serve stakeholders and stakeseekers in the mix of issue management and public 
policy development while also broadening public relations literature and approaches. Tkalac & 
Pavčič, (2009) argued that “fashionable” case studies, or case studies that examined popular, 
large, established organizations such as the Red Cross, Amnesty International, or Greenpeace are 
not sufficient to develop the field. They argue that although these studies can be interesting and 
formative for practitioners, such extreme examples of the few highly successful and well-known 
NGOs can also generate a level of frustration and demotivation for other, less successful 
organizations.  
There are an estimated 10 million (non-governmental organizations) NGOs worldwide 
(Facts and Stats About NGOs Worldwide). But most of these are small organizations run on a 
voluntary basis and competing for people’s limited charitable hours and dollars, while having 
few similarities with the larger organizations often found at the focus of the literature (Schnable, 
2015). Current literature excludes the type of smaller NGOs that make up a large portion of 
existing advocacy groups. By focusing on both large, well-established NGOs such as IOM and 
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HRW, and also looking at smaller and newer NGOs such as Caritas and MOAS, this study seeks 
to better understand the nature of more common NGOs while also aiding practitioners in being 
most effective at legitimizing an issue or an organization, especially when resources are limited.  
 In order to develop findings that might be more easily transferable or relevant, this study 
observed the public relations efforts and media coverage of NGOs varying in resources including 
membership, money, popularity and years of expertise. Despite the fact that the number of 
American NGOs engaging in direct aid to foreign communities has exploded, Scholars have not 
shown much attention to these in the literature. These NGOs went from about 1,000 in 1990 to 
over 11,000 in 2010 (Schnable, 2015). Tkalac & Pavčič, (2009) also warned against the 
“westernizing effect” of developing standards based on western traditions and expecting these 
standards to be universally applicable while neglecting cultural differences and implications of 
different issues and different contexts. Smith & Ferguson (2001) also advocated for more 
international case studies of activism to overcome Western bias in current research  (Smith & 
Ferguson, 2001). This study followed these recommendations and seeks to fill the gap in the 
literature by studying the international context of the European immigration crisis and observing 
the communicative efforts of organizations not wholly or clearly American in origin.  
NGOs as Counterpublics (& Practitioners) 
Civil society can be defined as persons, institutions, or organizations that have a goal of 
expressing or advancing a common purpose through ideas, actions and demands on governments, 
policy makers and influentials (Tkalac & Pavčič, 2009). Socially engaged activism, especially at 
the international level, is mostly organized by NGOs (Tkalac & Pavčič, 2009). NGO groups vary 
greatly in structure, objective, funding, impact, and other key aspects, but despite their many 
differences, NGOs often provide a voice to counterpublics, a deviant form of thought from that 
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of companies, corporations and even governments, and a way for citizens to get involved 
(Taylor, 2000). NGOs can be set up to advocate a particular cause, such as human rights, or carry 
out programs on the ground, such as disaster relief, and can have local to global memberships 
(Tkalac & Pavčič, 2009). Some have come to criticize NGOs. Dutta-Bergman (2005) criticized 
NGOs for failing to give proper representation to marginalized publics, while Steinberg (2006) 
introduced the idea of the ‘halo effect, ’ that has shielded NGOs and their donors from the same 
accountability requirements as other international actors and governments. Still, NGOs remain 
one of the most common organizational units that mediate the relationship between those in 
power and the public and, in the last two decades, international aid has seen a trend towards 
decentralization and voluntary action (Schnable, 2015).  
Advocacy is the essential means and motivator of collective decision-making by which 
ideas are refined, facts and values are offered and weighed, and various interests are considered 
and balanced (Reber & Kim, 2006). Heath (2010) claimed that at their worst, the role of an NGO 
is to entice publics to accept the NGO perspective as their own. While at their best, these 
organizations employ tactics to increase awareness and attract others—whether followers, 
supporters, or customers—to participate in an organized movement based on shared meaning 
(Heath, 2010). Scholars have moved away from the practice of studying activist strategies as 
responses to corporate and governmental public relations strategies and campaigns and have 
accepted that activist organizations themselves face challenges that require public relations 
programs. Indeed, activist organizations use many of the same strategies as other corporate or 
governmental organizations (Smith & Ferguson, 2001).  
Issue management literature suggests that NGOs as issue managers must draw attention 
to the problem and position themselves as legitimate advocates before audiences in order to 
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successfully argue for their recommended resolutions to various societal problems (Crable & 
Vibbert, 1985). Smith and Ferguson (2001) stressed that because NGOs and advocacy groups 
have the potential to influence decisions and society itself, further research is necessary to help 
researchers and practitioners understand the dynamic nature of activism and its influence on 
public relations practice and public policy. Smith and Ferguson (2010) stated that many 
challenges activists face in affecting public policy are usually tied to legitimation and to 
successfully convince publics that their issue and their solutions are best. By understanding how 
NGOs employ public relations legitimation strategies, practitioners and researchers will both 
better understand how activist groups might be more successful in agenda setting efforts.   
Within the literature, NGOs have been the focus of recent studies which explore their role 
as public relations practitioners (Ciszek, 2015), NGO’s communicative efforts and relationship 
building with key stakeholders (Jun, 2011; Schwarz & Fritsch, 2014), and NGO use of internet 
and new media to communicate (Paek, Hove, Jung & Cole, 2013; Reber & Kim, 2006; Saffer, 
Sommerfeldt & Taylor, 2013; Taylor, Kent & White, 2001). The nature of an NGO makes it a 
prime example of issue management and legitimacy-related strategic communication techniques 
and only makes more evident the need for scholars to study their public relations efforts (Heath, 
2010). Coombs (1992) reasoned, that audiences or “members of publics” would not support the 
position of an organization unless they believed the issue was a legitimate one and that the issue 
manager and the organization's policy proposal also were legitimate. Often, crises and other 
events enable groups to bring about more attention to both their stance and to the issue they 
advocate for (Heath, 2010). Activist groups, like government, are both the target of issue 
management efforts and advocates of issues themselves. Although various thematic analyses 
have been conducted on legitimacy strategies in issue management (Meriläinen, 2014; 
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Merklesen, 2013; Merklesen, 2011; Smith & Ferguson, 2013, Smith & Ferguson, 2001h) no 
systematic method has been used to analyze legitimacy-building strategies.  
Creating certainty in crises 
The most important feature of an activist group's efforts is the status of the issue that it 
advocates, but issues are cyclical and rise and fall in status on the public's agenda (Smith & 
Ferguson, 2001).  Crises can be understood as opportunities for a counterpublic to demonstrate 
its agency and offer alternative truths, strategies and perspectives (Dutta & Kim, 2009). “Crisis” 
is a very broad term used frequently by practitioners and academics, but a general definition is 
“some breakdown in a system that creates stress” (Perry, 2007). Crisis communication theory–
with its corporate-centered managerial bias–further marginalizes the less powerful voices to the 
periphery of academic studies, often resulting in the silencing of counterpublics and their 
messages (Sommerfeldt, 2013). This consists of assigning responsibility, and obtaining support 
and reassurance. As an organization communicates its positions on an issue, it solicits support for 
action, and (ideally) engages target organizations in policy discussions (Smith & Ferguson, 
2001).  
A smart organization takes advantages of scrutiny by media and other groups shortly 
after a crisis takes place and makes the most of the attention media and reporters are willing to 
offer (Lyon & Cameron, 2004). Pro-action is an important challenge and taking an active role in 
the dialogue through traditional media, or otherwise, will often be beneficial and helpful in 
engaging public audiences and advocating an issue, position or idea before them. A group's 
position on its primary issue not only identifies particular sorts of policy goals but also embraces 
values that can be used to appeal to potential supporters (Smith & Ferguson, 2001). Defining 
issue management as participation in the policy process, Coombs (1992) established the role of 
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legitimacy as a crucial resource for issue managers attempting to gain support and affect the 
determination of public policy issues. Sommerfeldt (2013) noted, that as issues gain legitimacy, 
an activist group must also work to legitimize in order to endure and mature. In the case of the 
European immigration crisis, many news publications have been covering the issue and, in 
addition to more direct action efforts, NGOs have also been active in issuing press releases, 
statements and reports on the situation and the issues. There were many news articles and public 
relations materials to analyze and observe for the purposes of this study.  
Legitimacy, Validity & Reputation 
Scholars have often researched how legitimacy claims are threatened in crisis situations 
(Coombs & Holladay, 1996), but not much more research has been conducted on how 
organizations establish legitimacy. The practice of crisis communication recognizes the clearest 
sense of legitimacy and that is that an institution’s need for publics to recognize its authority to 
operate and exercise authority in a broader social context (Boyd, 2000). Advocacy groups 
require legitimacy to achieve their goals, especially when the positions or behaviors of these 
groups break from social norms and values (Sommerfeldt & Xu, 2016). Coombs (2006) 
concluded that people seek information about the crisis and evaluate the cause of the event and 
the organizational responsibility for the crisis based on media coverage of a crisis. This study 
sought to look at how the media frame an event, whose narrative is being told and if the 
narratives told in public relations documents of active organizations are transferring to news 
coverage of these organization. 
Legitimacy can be defined as the public acceptance of the political order's claim to 
authority, and can then also be conceived of as a claim for public acceptance (Coombs, 1992) or 
as actions considered desirable, proper or appropriate according to some system (Coombs, 2014). 
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In order to participate in the public policy process as an issue manager, an NGO needs a point of 
entry into the discussion; this is often gained from acceptance and attention granted to an 
organization by its various audiences. Legitimacy then becomes relevant to issue management on 
three levels: the perceived legitimacy of the issue, the perceived legitimacy of the issue manager, 
and the perceived legitimacy of the policy proposal (Coombs, 1992). As part of the coding 
process, the understood “object of legitimacy” of an article was taken into account.  
Issue legitimacy is critical to getting publics interested in and involved with an issue's 
resolution (Coombs, 1992). An issue manager has legitimacy when publics perceive the issue 
manager as having a right to have a stance on the issue, and exercise authoritative influence in a 
given area (Simons, 1976). This definition is based on Simons' (1976) treatment of legitimacy as 
"the right to exercise authoritative influence in a given area" (p. 234). Legitimacy is crucial in 
enabling an issue manager with voice publics will listen to. Without legitimacy publics will most 
likely ignore messages designed and disseminated by the issue manager. Policy proposal 
legitimacy also refers to the need for publics to accept the credibility of a policy proposal before 
supporting that policy proposal as the way to resolve the issue (Coombs, 1992). Issue managers, 
or NGOs in this case, must offer some form of support for their legitimacy claims if they expect 
to win public acceptance. The evidence used to support a legitimacy claim can be termed a 
legitimacy base (Coombs, 1992). Coombs analyzed literature from sociology, persuasion and 
social movement to establish the 10 legitimacy bases. He argued that the way a base was 
presented was a tactic and that tactics and bases for legitimacy could then be combined in 
different ways in order to establish various strategies of issue management. Coombs (1992) bases 
for legitimacy include tradition, charisma, bureaucracy, values, symbols, de-legitimacy, 
credibility, rationality, emotionality and entitlement—each of these is better defined in the 
NGO ISSUE MANAGEMENT & LEGITIMACY IN CRISES  25 
methods section of this study. These bases are the main variables that were coded for in the 
content analysis of this study.  
The 10 bases for legitimacy can be presented to publics in a variety of ways. The way in 
which a basis is presented can be called a tactic. There are at least three tactics for establishing 
legitimacy: endorsement, association, and self-evidence (Coombs, 1992). Endorsement is 
approval or support provided by some “legitimate” party that then can transfer legitimacy to the 
issue, issue manager, or policy proposal (French & Raven, 1968). Association establishes a 
relationship between the issue, issue manager or policy proposal, and some basis of legitimacy. 
And self-evidence uses elements that are core, unstated issues or policy proposals to create 
legitimacy (Coombs, 1992).  Coombs stated that the tactics and bases for legitimacy could be 
combined in various ways to create strategies for legitimacy-arguments for the acceptance of a 
legitimacy claims. Strategies for legitimacy are the resources available when issue managers 
attempt to establish the legitimacy of an issue, an issue manager, or a policy proposal.  
Boyd (2000) went on to expand the reach of legitimacy to include when corporations 
attempt to demonstrate the legitimacy not of their entire enterprises, but of specific policies or 
actions they choose to take. While most literature on legitimacy is tied to crisis communication, 
Boyd (2000) also argued that crises should not be the only prompts for legitimation and that 
although policies might generate controversy, they should overall generate space for legitimation 
efforts. He also concluded that because certain corporations depend on the support and loyalty of 
stakeholders, corporations must legitimate what they do, demonstrating their usefulness and 
responsibility to the publics that allow them to exist and exert social influence (Boyd, 2000). A 
large part of the way an organization is perceived and how effectively an organization’s message 
is communicated with its audiences is through messages found in media. Sriramesh & Verčič 
NGO ISSUE MANAGEMENT & LEGITIMACY IN CRISES  26 
(2009) stated that every public relations practitioner should establish a positive relationship with 
the media considering the role of media as mediators. 
Heath (2010) discussed the five stages that are suggested to explain the progression of 
activism and issue development: genesis, social unrest, enthusiastic mobilization, maintenance 
and termination. During mobilization, activists seek media attention to communicate with 
various publics, and achieving favorable attention can be crucial to activist voices competing 
with others for public attention (Heath, 2010).  A stakeholder concern is more serious when it is 
deemed legitimate by other stakeholders. If other stakeholders view a concern as legitimate, they 
are likely to support the need to take action (Coombs, 2014). Merkelsen (2011) argued the more 
powerful an organization or institution is perceived to be, the more it needs to legitimize itself, 
but this seems contradictory to the belief that the more legitimate and actor and issue is, the more 
powerful it is in affecting mobilization. An issue has legitimacy when publics recognize and 
accept the connection between themselves and the issues; they recognize an issue as a public 
concern. As an issue gains public attention, an advocacy group must work to maintain the status 
of a legitimate issue actor in order to endure (Sommerfeldt & Xu, 2016).  Additionally, because 
NGOs and advocacy groups often delegitimize governments and other influential authorities, 
they require legitimation of themselves in the place of the other groups they criticize (Smith & 
Ferguson, 2001). Regardless of resources and characteristics (including membership, money, and 
expertise) all advocacy groups have need to exercise and understand legitimacy strategies in their 
communication efforts.  
The Media’s Roles in Issue Management  & Agenda Building  
Agenda setting refers to the idea that media tell people what to think about based on 
issues being covered more frequently or more prominently. By doing so, the media transfers 
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salience to audiences (Cacciatore, Scheufele & Iyengar, 2015). In addition to what is covered, 
the media also control how an issue is presented to their audiences. Entman (1993) defined 
“framing” as “selecting and highlighting some facets of events or issues, and making connections 
among them so as to promote a particular interpretation, evaluation and/or solution.” As issue 
managers, NGOs are constantly (1) defining events or conditions as problematic, (2) identifying 
causes, (3) conveying a moral judgment and (4) endorsing solutions or improvements (Entman, 
1993). 
Activism has appeared to cut across socially established lines and predominant discourse, 
engaging various groups of people to form activist publics because they identify problems and 
believe that taking action can solve them (Smith & Ferguson, 2001). Activists and social 
movement organizations have been recognized to use public relations and issues management 
practices to engage public spheres and affect issue outcomes (e.g., Crable & Vibbert, 1985; 
Smith & Ferguson, 2010; Smith & Ferguson, 2013). Researchers have argued that scholarship in 
critical public relations should work to define the source of power in the context of 
counterpublics, including that of NGOs (Dutta & Kim, 2009). Counter frames then serve as 
parallel discourse, offered by NGOs, or these subaltern or “counterpublics,” shaped and 
circulated by members of secondary social groups to create oppositional interpretations often 
based on the groups’ identities and interests, and not part of the dominant dialogue 
(Sommerfeldt, 2013).  
Austin (2010) suggested research on media framing could be used to examine frames as 
an outcome of other factors that lead to the creation of these frames. Counterpublics can 
participate in the formation of public opinion by effectively presenting views that may lead to the 
expansion of discursive space and the integration of their issues into dominant discussion 
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(Sommerfeldt, 2013). Yet Dutta & Kim (2009) warned that this subaltern, or counter, agency is 
substituted by categorizing it as subaltern resistance and is studied as a response to the dominant 
perspective rather than as the central focus of study. This “othering” effect often strips 
counterpublics of both their agency and effectiveness. As a result, counterpublics are not 
adequately represented in the dominant discursive spaces that constitute knowledge (Dutta & 
Kim, 2009). This is why it is so crucial to develop a method that will examine advocacy and 
activist groups as central public relations practitioners. Actors try to improve or secure their 
position to gain issue salience and consequently achieve their goals, build their agenda and 
communicate their narrative to audiences (Meriläinen, 2014). In order to be better represented, 
activist groups and other subaltern publics seek a better position, and work to earn credibility and 
legitimacy from the public. Earning these helps an organization’s perspective to be accepted and 
its agenda to be set when conducting issue management.  
Agenda building, influence & public opinion 
 McCombs and Shaw (1972) attempted to assess the relationship between public opinion, 
what community members deem important and what the media cover. The study concluded that 
there was significant correlation between what mass media covered and what voters considered 
to be the major issues of presidential campaigns. In recent studies, McCombs has recognized and 
applauded the steady growth of agenda setting literature; claiming its ability to integrate a 
number of communication research subfields under a single theoretical umbrella and to generate 
new research questions across a variety of communication settings (McCombs & Shaw, 1992). 
More recently, researchers argue there are many agendas in contemporary society and agenda-
setting effects have influenced the extent that individuals regard these agendas as pertinent to 
their lives (McCombs, 2005).  Mass media have often been regarded to as an attentive public 
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than media consumers for example. Mass media are “attentive” because they are actively 
interested in being educated and knowledgeable on a topic and, typically, are reached more 
easily by groups because of this. Mass media are also particularly important because they have 
the power to create political realities, shape the images of organizations and nations, and highly 
influence its audiences (Entman, 1993). For this reason, this project not only focused on 
legitimacy strategies actively employed in public relations documents, but also on how well 
these bases and narratives may have transferred across to news coverage.  
 When successfully conducting issue management, an actor’s goal is to have its agenda 
transfer through to news media coverage and news articles. Publics view theses types of media as 
more trusted information sources than issue actors themselves because there is an understood 
sense of objectivity in media coverage (Swann, 2014). Resulting news stories may include 
information about an organization that sounds more credible than self-generated communication 
efforts because journalists have deemed the information newsworthy (Swann, 2014). McCombs 
(2005) noted that in the traditional public affairs realm of agenda setting, perceived civic 
relevance is the key necessary condition for the appearance of significant effects of issues and 
positions and that whether the daily practice of journalism corresponds to the larger social value 
and utility of issues is something that could be questioned (McCombs, 2005). In the same study, 
McCombs also mentioned that in looking to the future, scholars would be able to continue to 
apply the core ideas of agenda-setting theory in areas past those dealing with corporations, but 
also the internet, organized religion and other new arenas.  
By employing a content analysis, this study explored which bases for legitimacy were 
implemented most often by NGOs in their public relations material, and if these bases and 
agenda were consistent and transferred to news coverage of each of these organizations. Along 
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these same lines, my study sought to explore how effectively NGOs involved in the European 
Immigration Crisis are transferring their agenda—as delineated by Coombs’ (1992) bases for 
legitimacy— to news articles covering the European immigration crisis and NGOs’ stances or 
actions. This study also sought to also better understand how differing backgrounds of NGOs 
may affect which of Coombs’ bases for legitimacy NGOs apply in issue management efforts.  
The Immigration Crisis in Europe 
More than a million migrants and refugees arrived to Europe by sea last year. As of 
March 22, 2016, nearly 165,000 migrants and refugees have arrived to Europe by land and sea 
routes have arrived in Europe—compared to the 280,000 migrants who arrived in all of 2015 
(International Organization for Migration, 2016). In 2014, some 219,000 refugees and other 
migrants crossed the Mediterranean, and at least 3,500 lives were lost, the UNHCR reports. And 
in 2013 the total reaching Europe via the Mediterranean was a much lower 60,000. The month of 
July 2015 alone saw an influx on 107,500 migrants into the European Union. The International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) estimated that more than 55,000 migrants and refugees 
crossed into Greece in the first two weeks of December 2015. Conflicts on migrant mobility have 
expanded past that of crossing border into Europe, but including crossing borders throughout 
Europe. This led to a necessary widening of the regional scope of the media coverage and of 
search terms used to define the sample.  
No Signs of Slowing 
In January 2012, there were 9,500 registered Syrian refugees in Europe. As of November 
17, 2015, the total number of registered Syrian refugees in Europe was 4,289,792 and 17.3 % of 
this total number are children (UNHCR Syria Regional Refugee Response). The wars raging in 
Syria and Iraq are clearly big drivers of migration to Europe. Syria's Middle Eastern neighbors 
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have taken in some three million refugees, while millions more are displaced inside Syria. But 
many migrants also continue to make hazardous journeys from the Horn of Africa, often treated 
brutally by human traffickers and enduring desert heat and unrest in Libya, which continues to be 
the main point of departure for immigrants trying to reach Europe. The chaos of Civil War in 
Libya has given human traffickers freedom to exploit migrants, with inadequate intervention 
from the authorities. International communities, including various governments and non-state 
actors have become involved in discussions on how to best respond to Europe’s current 
immigration crisis (Moore, 2015).  
The Role of NGOs 
Since December 2014, UNHCR advocated for a comprehensive and urgent response from 
the European Union (EU) and member states to deal with the challenges posed by the thousands 
of refugees and migrants who risk their lives trying to reach Europe. At an emergency summit on 
23 April, 2015 EU leaders pledged to bolster maritime patrols in the Mediterranean, disrupt 
people trafficking networks and capture and destroy boats before migrants board them (European 
Council). NGOs have also been active in stating their views and opinions on proposed policies 
and on policy decisions that have been made.  
Due to the variety of interests encompassed in this issue, each of the publics involved 
(whether national governments, the European union, European citizens, refugees, advocacy 
groups, etc.) has recognized the need to advocate their position to affect public opinion. 
Considering the expansive effects of this issue and of the policy decisions that have been 
involved, it is important to understand how competing perspectives are influenced, bolstered and 
made triumphant in discourse, and public perception and opinion. There are a number of non-
governmental, non-state actors and non-profit organizations actively involved in advocating for 
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the refugees. These range from small, self-funded direct action projects to the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), 
Human Rights Watch (HRW), Save the Children (Save), Amnesty International, the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), the Migrant Offshore Aid Station (MOAS), and many more. 
This study focused on the efforts of the International Organization for Migration, Human Rights 
Watch, Save the Children, Caritas International and the Migrant Offshore Aid Station. This 
selection of active NGOs provides a diverse group ranging in resources including membership, 
money, age, etc.  
Summary of Objectives 
This paper fills the gaps in current literature by studying the case of the European 
immigration crisis and the influence of efforts made by various NGOs on the European Union’s 
and on European nation’s policy discussions and decisions.  This study works to expand public 
relations literature on advocacy groups as public relations practitioners while also covering an 
international issue and international public relations efforts as interpreted by various news 
publications, other than those produced in the United States. This study also aims to focus on 
legitimacy efforts of NGOs differing in origins, associations, resources, and notoriety. This study 
seeks to establish a more systematic way of analyzing efforts and strategies employed by NGOs 
while conducting issue management in the wake of crises, to establish legitimacy of an issue, of 
themselves as adequate advocates, and of their policy considerations and prescriptions. By 
employing Coombs’ (1992) managerial-based strategies for legitimacy, this study will reinforce 
the belief of needing to view advocacy groups as practitioners of public relations. For activists, 
an analysis of these strategies can help practitioners to organize, communicate and frame issues 
and stances more effectively. 
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This study’s content analysis of news articles sought to better understand if and how the 
media are portraying the narratives told by the different NGOs, and specifically what bases for 
legitimacy are used to establish legitimacy of the European immigration crisis, of NGOs as 
legitimate advocates for the migrants and refugees, and of policy proposals or plans of action for 
responding to the crisis 
 To review, this study explored the following areas: 
RQ1: To what extent are Coombs’ legitimacy strategies present in the public relations 
documents produced by NGOs?  
RQ2: How does the presence of Coombs’ legitimacy strategies vary across public 
relations documents of, and media coverage on NGOs?  
RQ3: How does the presence of Coombs’ legitimacy strategies (in the media coverage or 
Public Relations documents) vary among NGOs that have different organizational 
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Methods 
Sample 
Exemplar refugee crisis NGOs  
This study examined news coverage of irregular immigration patterns from Africa across 
and into Europe and the involvement of a number of five different NGOs active in this issue 
arena: IOM, HRW, Save the Children, Caritas International and MOAS. Table 1 shows the 
various characteristics of these organizations and how the differences in resources compiled led 
to a varied sample of internationally active NGOs as a whole. 
Table 1 




















IOM is the leading inter-governmental 
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Now an international NGO, Save the children 
was founded in the United Kingdom in 1919; its 
mission clearly focused on efforts to improve the 
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MOAS was a established in October of 2013 as a 
self-funded direct action response to refugee 
drownings in the Mediterranean sea. Originally 
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News coverage & parameters 
This study employed a content analysis of news articles covering both the immigration 
patterns of Africans across Europe and the involvement of various NGOs. These include the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM), Human Rights Watch (HRW), Save the 
Children (Save), Caritas International (Caritas), and the Migrant Offshore Aid Station (MOAS). 
News articles were collected through the Lexis-Nexis database using key search terms1 informed 
by a preliminary examination of news articles covering the issue. While each of these terms 
needed to be present only once, an organization’s name was required to be found in the article a 
minimum of five times in order to ensure that the organization was a focus of the articles.  
 In the year 2015 more than 5,000 articles were published covering both the European 
immigration crisis and one of the five NGOs of this study. The media coverage of the crisis has 
waxed and waned. In September alone, nearly 1,000 articles were on this issue. For purposes of 
this study, article publication dates were be limited to August 1, 2015 through December 31, 
2015. There were two reasons why this window was used. First, of all this timeframe accounted 
for nearly half of the year’s coverage while avoiding the bias or irregularity in publications that 
could have resulted in the earlier summer months from a heightened number of attempts to cross 
the Mediterranean Sea to get to Europe. The events that occurred during the first week of 
September were also prominent controversial issues that may have influenced the sample, and 
led to the developments of various human rights and human-interest concerns, activist 
mobilization and comparisons of the ongoing crisis as a humanitarian concern that amounted to 
                                                        
1 Search terms included: migra! OR refuge! OR stateless OR traffic! OR smuggl! OR illegal! OR irregular! OR cris! 
OR concern! OR health! OR rescu! OR mission! AND Nort! Afric! OR European Union OR various, specific 
country names. 
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the severity of the Holocaust.2 With so many things happening at once, experiences of African 
refugees and migrants were magnified. As a result, article publication dates were limited to 
August 1, 2015 through December 31, 2015 to allow for the month of August as a basis for 
reference for the sample. 
A total of 235 public relations documents and news articles—referencing the previously 
listed NGOs, along with the relevant search terms—were pulled for coding. This was a stratified 
sampling of the total number of relevant news articles (more than 2,500) taken from LexisNexis 
and NGO-specific press releases. Due to limitations of language ability, only articles published 
in English could be analyzed. Other search parameters in LexisNexis were included.3 Several of 
these articles were found to be duplicates with “high similarity” or referring to work of NGOs in 
other nations, but not pertaining directly to the European immigration issue, and therefore were 
removed from the sample to ensure a more accurate analysis of content. Similarly, relevant self-
produced press releases were pulled from each individual organization’s online “Newsroom” to 
form the major public relations documents sample. A true random number generator was used to 
further limit the sample to the final 235 documents.  
Table 2  
Number of Documents Analyzed per Organization 
 Type of Documents 
 PR Documents News Articles 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) 29 54 
Human Rights Watch (HRW) 18 50 
Save the Children 5 39 
Migrant Offshore Aid Station (MOAS) 5 9 
CARITAS 13 13 
Total  70 165 
                                                        
2 On September 1, 2015 the Budapest train station shut down, leaving immigrants trapped inside station. Reports of 
inhuman and unhygienic living conditions quickly spread. On September 2, twenty migrants are discovered dead in 
the back of a lorry attempting to enter the U.K. and a day later the image of the body of three-year-old Aylan Kurdi 
was released. He was reported to have drowned as his refugee family sought asylum. 
3 Search parameter’s included the database’s labels of newspapers, major world publications, U.S. newspapers, web-
based publications and news.  
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Content Analysis 
Coding categories & measures. The unit of analysis was the news articles or public 
relations documents. The coding instrument consisted of the name of the publication, headline, 
date, dateline, publication type, story topic and key organization mentioned. Additional variables 
included the legitimacy bases by Coombs (1992) defined below: tradition, charisma, 
bureaucracy, values, symbols (which was not coded for), de-legitimacy, credibility, rationality, 
emotionality, entitlement.  
 
Table 3 
Coomb’s Bases For Legitimacy Defined 
Bases Definition 
Tradition Draws legitimacy from history; things have always been done in a certain 
way and should remain that way. 
Charisma Draws legitimacy from the extraordinary characteristics of a person’s 
characteristics that set them apart from and above others. 
Bureaucracy  Draws legitimacy from accepted rules, laws, statutes, and so on. 
Values (Absolute 
& Societal) 
Are subdivided into absolute and societal values. Absolute values are 
values accepted by all people as just and right, such as natural laws; 
societal values represent the norms of a specific social system, such as 
individualism in America Either absolute or societal values can serve as 
sources of legitimacy. 
Symbols Are things that stand for something else. Societies often have accepted 
symbols (e.g., the flag in America), and these symbols can act as a source 
of legitimacy. 
De-legitimacy  A process of bolstering one's legitimacy by eroding the legitimacy of the 
opposition (Stewart, 1988); one may build legitimacy by attacking the 
legitimacy of one's opponent.  
Credibility  Refers to a speaker's personal characteristics and centers on expertise and 
trustworthiness; association with a credible person can build legitimacy. 
Rationality  The use of empirical and logical evidence (verifiable information) to 
persuade people. 
Emotionality  The use of emotions to persuade an audience.  
Entitlement Direct experience with the subject. 
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An example of rationality claims were specific numbers and figures or refugees affected, 
saved or harmed. Instances of emotionality were any mention of young children or insertion of 
survivors’ quotes and personal experiences. These bases were designated sub-categories as 
values that were coded by prevalence and/or frequency of times present in an article (if 
applicable). Additional categories were added to the analysis including interactive 
communication, meaning any mention of social media accounts or posts, quotes/speakers, and 
other organizations mentioned. The same measures were used when analyzing press releases and 
other self-generated media that these activist groups have released.  
Coding procedure. One trained coder analyzed all articles. The second coder was trained 
for two hours on the codebook and procedures. For the inter-coder reliability test, one other 
coder coded 17% of the total articles that were randomly selected. Intercoder reliability for the 
28 coded variables was calculated using Scott’s Pi = .72, and met acceptable levels; resulting in 
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Findings 
This section will answer the three research questions in the order they were presented 
above. First, a review of the strategies (referred to as bases in the literature) present in the public 
relations documents of each of the NGOs studied. Following will be a review of the presence of 
legitimacy strategies in the individual NGOs’ public relations documents and media coverage. 
Finally, an observation on the specific characteristics of the different NGOs and the strategies 
each of these employed in public relations documents. The data were analyzed for the 
frequencies; no predictive or inferential statistics were performed, but these will be considered 
for future research. 
Strategies by Occurrence in Public Relations Documents 
The first research question asks the extent to which Coombs’ legitimacy strategies appear 
in the public relations documents produced by the NGOs. In the 70 public relations documents 
analyzed, 305 instances of Coomb’s (1992) legitimacy strategies4 were found. Rationality (n  = 
100), emotionality (n  = 82), de-legitimacy (n  = 53), and values (n  = 50) were the ones 
employed most often. Meanwhile, credibility (n  = 8), entitlement (n = 6) and bureaucracy (n  = 
6) were each used less than ten times and references to tradition and charisma were not found at 
all. Considerations for why these two strategies were not present in public relations documents is 





                                                        
4 In an effort to remain consistent throughout the sample, symbols were not coded for due to the nature of the 
formatting of LexisNexis articles. Articles often lacked the original formatting of an article and contained only text. 
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Table 4 
Total Bases Employed in Public Relations Documents  
Bases employed Overall Frequency Percent of total bases employed 
Rationality  100 32.7 % 
Emotionality  82 26.89 % 
De-legitimacy 53 17.38 % 
Values (Absolute & Societal) 50 16.39 % 
Credibility  8 2.62 % 
Entitlement 6 1.97 % 
Bureaucracy  6 1.96 % 
Tradition 0 0 % 
Charisma 0 0 % 
Total 305 100 % 
 
 
Images or photographs were alluded to in 66 of the of the 70 public relations documents 
and press releases, meanwhile only 42 of the 165 news articles alluded to images whether in the 
page or link to the article or through the photo captions and descriptions included in the body of 
the article entry. For the purpose of this study, if the content of an image portrayed children or 
other vulnerable groups, or included charts and graphs, these were coded only as images and not 
as evidence of emotionality or rationality (respectively). Coombs (1992) defined symbols as, 
“things that stand for something else.” Because photographs served more as a depiction of reality 
than as a symbol or representation of an organization, ideal or movement, these were not seen as 
synonymous.  
To answer RQ1, Coombs’ (1992) legitimacy strategies were evident in the public 
relations documents of all five organizations as a whole. Rationality, emotionality, de-legitimacy 
and values were used the most. The break down of each of these four strategies is below. 
Rationality. Rationality (n = 100), or verifiable information, in this context included 
information such as: statistics on migrant patterns, number of incidents of vessels sinkings, 
number of people saved from distress, number of people that have died, data on funds spent in 
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efforts to respond to the crisis, and other figures on the scope of the crisis. For example, an IOM 
press release stating, “the Coast Guard announced that 274 migrants were rescued and 42 bodies 
were recovered” counted as a reference to number of people saved and number of people that 
have died, respectively. Coombs defined rationality as the use of empirical and logical evidence 
(verifiable information) to persuade people. References to “other” statistics were concerning the 
number of internally displaced Syrians and other, similar statements. Due to the scope of the 
current crisis, these facts and numbers can be powerful in emphasizing why it is a relevant issue 
and tracking how it has developed in recent months.  
Emotionality. Emotionality (n  = 82) was given three subcategories: a personal story or 
experience, mention of children as a vulnerable group, and allusion to a matter of life and death. 
An example of a statement of emotionality from and HRW press release read, “the sinking 
yesterday off the Libyan coast is a reminder that people are still willing to risk their lives to reach 
the European Union.” This was an example of an allusion to life and death as defined by the 
codebook. HRW’s public relations documents had the largest number of emotionality efforts 
through personal stories of migrants and refugees (n = 25), followed closely by Caritas (n = 23).  
De-legitimacy. De-legitimacy (n  = 53) was also an common strategy found and included 
critique of governmental efforts or programs, critique of EU or other government action, critique 
of policy arguments, critique of policy decisions and critique of policy delay. HRW had the most 
mentions of each of these categories in its public relations materials. More than half of the 
critiques made on government programs, 45% of all critiques of EU government action, and 77% 
of all attacks against policy decisions were found in HRW documents. MOAS was the only 
organization to not employ de-legitimacy at all in it public relations documents.  
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Values. Coombs’ (1992) defined values as having two categories: absolute values are 
values accepted by all people as just and right, and those specific to a social system. He gives the 
example of natural laws being an absolute value, while the idea of individualism is a social value 
specific to an American social system. For the purpose of this project, values were subdivided 
into absolute values regarding human rights and rights abuses, or religious values. IOM, Caritas, 
and HRW all referenced human rights or rights abuse the same number of times (n = 11). MOAS 
(n = 3) and Save (n = 5) had fewer mentions, but a relatively smaller number of MOAS (n = 5) 
and Save (n = 5) public relations documents were observed compared to that of other NGOs.5 It 
seems as though all five organizations recognized the relevance and significance of human rights 
(as an absolute value) in this case and how, as a generally accepted idea, human rights would be 
crucial in legitimizing an issue before audiences while also legitimizing a need for action and 
intervention.  
On Agenda Building: Strategies Existing Across Press Releases and News Coverage 
RQ2 expands on RQ1 to explore the presence of the legitimacy strategies in the NGOs’ 
public relations documents and media coverage. Findings suggest that there is evidence of 
agenda building by each of the five NGOs studied. As a whole, it would seem that all five NGOs 
favored the same strategies in press releases, and that these same strategies were also favored and 
referred to frequently in news coverage. The same four bases: rationality (n = 268), emotionality 
(n = 200), de-legitimacy (n = 123) and values (n = 101) were the most frequently used 
throughout the 165 news articles that were analyzed. And although tradition (n = 4) and charisma 
(n = 1) were present in this sample, these instances were significantly fewer.  
 
                                                        
5 The number of public relations documents read for the other NGOs was significantly larger IOM (n = 29), HRW (n 
= 18) and Caritas (n = 13).  
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Table 5 
Total Bases Employed in News Articles   
Bases employed Overall Frequency Percent of total bases employed 
Rationality  268 36.41% 
Emotionality  200 27.17% 
De-legitimacy 123 16.71% 
Values (Absolute & Societal) 101 13.72% 
Credibility  17 2.31% 
Entitlement 16 2.17% 
Bureaucracy  6 0.82% 
Tradition 4 0.54% 
Charisma 1 0.14% 
Total 736 100 % 
 
The next section will discuss, by NGO, what strategies held evidence of agenda building 
strategies, what strategies seemed to transfer extremely well to news coverage and what 
strategies were not as successful in maintaining saliency in news articles. Because the content 
analysis employed a stratified sampling, the number of NGO-specific press releases analyzed 
was often significantly fewer than the number of news articles analyzed. Table 2 shows the 
number of documents analyzed by NGO. As a result, a comparison between press releases and 
news articles was drawn based on the total number of strategies employed per NGO for both 
press releases and news articles, and what percentage of these totals constituted each strategy. 
Table 6 shows these findings.  
MOAS legitimacy strategies.  Of all of the legitimacy strategies implemented, MOAS’ 
public relations documents employed rationality nearly 32 percent of the time. Instances of 
rationality claims were present in 34.3 percent of all news articles covering MOAS. Additionally, 
claims of entitlement, or direct experience with the problem, were present in 13.6 percent of 
MOAS’ public relations documents and present nearly 18 percent of the time in news coverage. 
It would appear that in both of these cases—especially in the case of entitlement—MOAS was 
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successful in giving these strategies saliency that was adopted by the media. MOAS had no uses 
of de-legitimacy claim in its public relations documents, yet there were claims of de-legitimacy 
in almost 9 percent of news articles covering MOAS. It could be that the presence of de-
legitimacy could represent a political or personal bias of a journalist or news source. But it would 
also seem that either MOAS actions alone seem to make a statement on the inaction of other 
actors, or that the other four NGOs’ agenda building efforts concerning de-legitimacy on the 
issue were strong enough to prevail in articles discussing MOAS. On the other hand, MOAS 
employed bureaucracy (4.6%) and credibility 4.6%) in its public relations documents and neither 
of the two transferred onto news coverage: bureaucracy (1.5 %) and credibility (0.0 %). It may 
have been that accepted laws or rules, or associations with a credible person or group were not 
deemed to be as important as other newsworthy facts and statements (Yopp & McAdams, 2007).  
IOM legitimacy strategies. Rationality was the IOM’s most used strategy in its public 
relations documents, accounting for 50.5 percent of the times a base was employed. This 
legitimation strategy transferred successfully over to account for 60.65 percent of all of the 
instances of legitimacy strategies in IOM news coverage. De-legitimacy (n = 11.65%) and 
emotionality (n = 18.45%) seemed to also transfer effectively from public relations documents to 
news articles (12.04 percent and 17.59 percent, respectively). At the same time, it seemed that 
the IOM’s agenda of values and credibility did not transfer effectively. Values accounted for 
12.6 percent and credibility accounted for 5.8 percent of the strategies present in IOM’s press 
releases, while values was only present 7.9 percent of the time and credibility was present 0.93 
percent of the time in news coverage.  
Caritas legitimacy strategies. For Catholic-based NGO Caritas values was present in 
24.2 percent of the time a strategy was employed in its public relations documents and 27.78 
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percent of the time in news articles. Similarly instances of rationality in public relations 
document (18.8%) transferred to news coverage (22.2%). Instances of de-legitimacy increased 
significantly from press releases (13.6%) to news articles (25%). As was the case with MOAS, 
this could also support the idea that other NGOs are being especially successful in establishing 
their agendas for de-legitimacy across news coverage on the issue of the European immigration 
crisis—despite what other NGOs may be mentioned. One strategy that did not seem to transfer 
over well was emotionality. Caritas’s press releases employed that strategy nearly 35 percent of 
the time, while it was only present 25 percent of the time in news articles. Like MOAS, Caritas’ 
bureaucracy strategy efforts were not successful. Caritas employed the bureaucracy strategy 7.6 
percent of the time, but bureaucracy was not recognized at all in news articles. This could also 
support that the media do not recognize bureaucracy as a newsworthy detail of this issue.  
Save the Children legitimacy strategies. Of all of the legitimacy strategies implemented 
by Save, public relations documents employed rationality 25 percent of the time, while instances 
of rationality claims were present in 26.5 percent of all news articles covering Save. It would 
appear that Save was least successful in establishing an agenda of de-legitimacy in both press 
releases (17.9%) and news articles (11.5%), or that, once again, another organization’s agenda 
building efforts affected the news coverage that also focused on Save and the European 
immigration crisis. Secondly, claims of emotionality were successfully transferred from press 
releases (32.1 %) to news coverage (38.5%).  
HRW legitimacy strategies. HRW was most successful in transferring instances of 
values from nearly 14 percent of the time in its press releases to 19 percent of the time in news 
coverage. Rationality and emotionality also seemed to transfer proportionally, accounting for 
25.6 percent and 29 percent of strategies found in press releases, respectively. Rationality was 
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present in 25.3 percent of news articles and emotionality was present 28.6 percent of the time. 
De-legitimacy claims were not as effective. De-legitimacy was more present in public relations 
documents (31.4%) than it was in news articles (26.7%). Perhaps it was HRW’s insistence on 
human rights protections that made values such a salient strategy. At the same time, it might 
have been that HRW’s agenda of de-legitimacy did not transfer as effectively in its own media 
coverage, but that it may have had an effect on strategies found in other news articles covering 
the issue and the remaining four NGOs. 
 
Table 6  
Proportional Comparison of Bases Present 
 MOAS IOM Caritas Save HRW 
 PR News PR News PR News PR News PR News 
Tradition 0 2.98% 0 0 0 0 0 0.50% 0 0.47% 
Charisma 0 1.49% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Bureaucracy 4.55% 1.49% 0.00% 0.93% 7.58% 0.00% 0.00% 1.50% 0.00% 0.00% 
Values  18.20% 8.96% 12.62% 7.87% 24.24% 27.78% 17.86% 14.00% 13.95% 19.05% 
De-legitimacy 0 8.96% 11.65% 12.04% 13.64% 25.00% 17.86% 11.50% 31.40% 26.67% 
Credibility 4.55% 0.00% 5.83% 0.93% 0.00% 0.00% 3.57% 7.50% 0.00% 0.00% 
Rationality 31.82% 34.33% 50.49% 60.65% 18.18% 22.22% 25.00% 26.50% 25.58% 25.24% 
Emotionality  27.27% 23.88% 18.45% 17.59% 34.85% 25.00% 32.14% 38.50% 29.07% 28.57% 
Entitlement  13.64% 17.91% 0.97% 0.00% 1.52% 0.00% 3.57% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 
Total  100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
 
 
Resources and Other Influences on Legitimation Strategies  
RQ3 sought to explore how/if at all, characteristics such as year of establishment, staff 
size, organizational structures and associations of an NGO would influence or help guide which 
of Coombs’ legitimacy strategies were seen in an NGO’s public relations efforts and news 
coverage. Although overall, all of the organizations seemed to cling on to the importance of four 
specific bases that were particularly relevant to the crisis (rationality, emotionality, de-legitimacy 
and values), there were also other variations across NGO communications. In the case of the 
European immigration crisis, its prominence, human interest, conflict and impact might lead to 
the media focusing on those four legitimacy strategies (Yopp & McAdams, 2007). It would seem 
that perhaps the resources of an NGO, its organizational characteristics, its mission statements 
and its associations could be possible explanations for why there was a variation across the 
legitimation strategies that were present in the press releases and news articles of each of the five 
NGOs. This section will discuss figures regarding the prevalence of legitimation strategies and 
the characteristics of each organization.  
IOM’s organizational structure. IOM was the organization to have the most references 
to rationality in each of its subcategories except one.6 Due to the nature of the crisis being that of 
migration patterns, the IOM seemed to be the main source of rational data and statistics of 
migrant patterns and catastrophes. Having close partnerships with 162 member states including 
governmental, intergovernmental and non-governmental institutions, IOM arguably has greater 
access to records of the number of refugees and migrants registered at borders among various 
European nations. IOM public relations documents accounted for 75 percent of the times when 
credibility through associations with governments or government officials was used in the press 
releases examined, which makes sense given its organization structure. An example of a mention 
                                                        
6 MOAS led in the number of times data on funds spent. 
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of migrant patterns was “An estimated 28,000 migrants and refugees crossed into Greece from 
Friday (30/10) to Sunday (01/11), according to Hellenic Police figures.” The IOM also led the 
other NGOs in most critiques of policy arguments (33.3%), it trailed significantly in critique of 
governmental efforts or programs (14.3%) and critique of E.U. or other governments’ actions 
(14.3%). It might be that because of its close affiliation with many governments, IOM may avoid 
critiquing government actions and programs, different to HRW, an organization comprised 
solely of volunteers, lacking governmental ties, and executing high levels of criticism toward 
governments and policy decisions. 
Caritas’ religious affiliations. Caritas, like the other organizations, embraced human 
rights values and references. It also, acknowledged its roots in the Catholic Church and the 
values that drive the organization’s actions. Caritas accounted for a majority of the times 
religious values were referenced in public relations efforts overall (55.6%). Caritas’ press 
releases also contained four of the five total references to bureaucracy strategy in terms of 
organizational structure. This might be explained, in part, due to its close relation to the structure 
and practices of the Catholic Church and that institution as a bureaucracy.  
HRW’s independence. HRW was responsible for the majority of de-legitimacy efforts 
and led in all but one of the subcategories—critique of policy arguments— where HRW tied 
with IOM. HRW led in each of those two categories: critique of governmental efforts or 
programs (57.1%) and critique of E.U. or other governments’ actions (45.2%). HRW remains 
independent, lacking ties with any national governments, refusing government funds and 
remaining non-partisan. HRW’s mission statement even says it works to “pressure those with 
power to respect rights and secure justice” (Human Rights Watch, About). For these reasons and 
because HRW actually is in place to keep governments and institutions such as the European 
NGO ISSUE MANAGEMENT & LEGITIMACY IN CRISES  52 
Union and the African Union accountable for human rights needs, protections and abuses that 
are/are not taking place. Based on HRW’s sense of independence, it makes sense that HRW 
would be the organization most likely to de-legitimize government actions, programs and policy 
decisions. 
MOAS’ oddity. MOAS occupies an interesting place in the data. MOAS, is a direct 
action campaign and an originally a privately funded endeavor and, having been founded a little 
more than two years ago, might still need to show transparency regarding what the NGO uses 
funds and donations towards in order to maintain the trust of its audience and assure legitimacy 
as an issue actor. Statements in IOM public relations documents accounted for 60% of the total 
references providing figures on the number of people whose lives have been saved so far, while 
MOAS documents accounted for 26.7 percent of the remaining references. Because saving 
distressed vessels and rescuing these refugees and migrants is MOAS’ main purpose and 
function, it would make sense that the NGO would use the number of lives saved through its 
actions and the actions of programs similar to it to stress the impact it has had and why there is 
still a need for it to exist and be active in the space.  
Along this same vein of legitimizing itself as a relevant actor, MOAS also employed 
entitlement and bureaucracy when other NGOs did not. MOAS’ led in references of entitlement 
concerning physical and/or financial resources and previous vocational experience. This was also 
one of the instances where there was evidence of agenda building. Entitlement was found 13.6 
percent of the time MOAS’ press releases contained any of Coombs’ nine strategies, while in 
media coverage entitlement was present 17.9 percent of all times a strategy was found. MOAS 
may have felt the need to emphasize resources and previous experience in order to justify 
private, wealthy citizens starting an NGO to react to the crisis. And it may be that MOAS was 
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more successful than Save the Children or HRW in transferring its entitlement agenda because of 
the newsworthy element that is the oddity of the NGOs inception. 
Additionally, as mentioned above, MOAS was the only organization to not have any use 
of de-legitimacy statements in its public relations documents. In summer 2015, R.P. Young 
(MOAS’ strategic consultant, at the time) claimed that MOAS was actively taking an apolitical 
stance, simply allowing its actions to speak for the needs of action and change (personal 
communication, July 14, 2015). It might be on this premise and belief that MOAS did not 
criticize governmental action or lack thereof, but rather focused on the impact of its own actions 
to fulfill the need for aid to distressed vessels in the Mediterranean. MOAS was also one of two 
organizations that employed bureaucracy (n = 1) and one of three organizations that used 
credibility (n = 1) in its own public relations documents. It could be that because of its youth that 
MOAS might still be defining what missions and ideals are most important to the organization in 
a way that will later be reflected in its public relations documents. It could also be that the NGO 
is just trying to employ every tool it has to legitimize itself.  
Save’s age—among other factors. On the other hand, Save the Children is the oldest of 
these organizations. Founded in 1919, the NGO did not stand out, take the lead or lag behind in 
any of the categories for legitimation strategies. Despite its mission statement being closely tied 
to the improvement of the lives of children, Caritas, HRW and the IOM all three had a larger 
number of mentions of children as vulnerable groups. The only instance where Save did stand 
out was when news article on Save and its music festivals and fundraisers made associations to 
celebrities. These articles constituted 88.2 percent of all of the times credibility was present in 
news articles.  It might come to figure that part of the reason why Save the Children remains 
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relatively small despite its age is because it has not been effective at employing legitimacy 
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Discussion 
This study expanded on literature focusing on NGO issue management efforts in an 
international context and amidst a humanitarian crisis. Findings suggest that Coombs’ bases for 
legitimacy are present in public relations documents of each of the five NGOs that were 
observed, specifically rationality, emotionality, de-legitimacy and values were the strategies 
present most often in both press releases and news articles. There is also evidence of agenda 
building by each of these organizations when comparing strategies found in public relations 
documents and in news coverage. And it would seem that the strategies found in both sets of 
documents differed according to an NGO’s organizational characteristics, its mission statements 
or its associations. The next section will position these findings among existing literature.  
Issue Management & NGOs  
Conceptualizing public relations from the perspective of corporation and business ignores 
the reality that activist and advocacy groups strategically use communication efforts to call 
attention to, frame, and advocate issues, positions, and activities (Heath & Waymer, 2009). This 
content analysis sought to provide a foundation for establishing a systematic method to analyze 
how the IOM, HRW, Save, Caritas and MOAS sought to establish legitimacy of the issue, 
legitimacy of themselves as issue managers, and of the actions taken in response to the 
immigration crisis, and policy positions each organization supports. This study showed that 
Coombs’ bases for legitimacy can be, and are used by NGOs carrying out public relations efforts 
and that these NGOs are actively engaging in issue management efforts.  
The Importance of Legitimation to NGOs 
Smith & Ferguson (2001) argued that organizations are important to public relations 
scholarship because they have unique communication and relationship building needs. They also 
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state that activists must gain support in order to thrive in a “competitive marketplace of ideas and 
issues.” Sommerfeldt  and Xu (2016) agreed, saying that advocacy groups require legitimacy to 
achieve their goals, especially when the positions or behaviors of these groups break from social 
norms and values. My findings support the idea that legitimacy strategies are used by NGOs 
despite organizational differences. My findings also show evidence that these legitimation 
strategies can be used as part of agenda setting goals by NGOs in the media. Future research 
should consider further statistical analysis of the prevalence of strategies in press releases and in 
news articles.   
Smith and Ferguson (2010) argued that because advocacy groups and their targets are 
often at odds, they constantly question each other’s issues, motives, right to exist and position on 
an issue. The sample of news articles of this study also contained a few articles that criticized 
and questioned specific NGOs; future studies should take this into account in their codebooks 
and look at what de-legitimizing strategies are being used against NGOs.   
No Clear Winner 
 It would seem that in the context of the European immigration crisis, some legitimation 
strategies might be more easily employed than others—there was a clear prevalence of 
rationality, emotionality, de-legitimacy and values. When operating in an international 
humanitarian crisis of this scope, it would seem that these four bases are crucial to establishing 
legitimacy of the issue and its issue actors. Meanwhile, tradition and charisma were not present 
in any public relations documents. The nature of the European immigration crisis is relatively 
new, present and an issue that is ever-changing as people continue to travel, cross borders and 
create new experiences daily. At the same time, it might be that just as these NGOs understood 
that, although not everyone everywhere agrees, human rights tend to be an accepted absolute 
NGO ISSUE MANAGEMENT & LEGITIMACY IN CRISES  58 
value, and that tradition is not a seen as a virtue in today’s global and digital world where 
challenging the standard and innovating new ideas is encouraged.  
Charisma was also not employed by any of the organizations, yet all of these 
organizations had at least some instances where a person who was part of the NGO’s leadership 
was among the first three quotes cited in public relations materials. Seventy-three percent of all 
of the times in which IOM press releases contained quotes the quote belonged to a spokesperson 
or leadership figure within IOM and the rest of the quotes were from refugees and survivors 
speaking of their personal experiences. Save the Children (n = 66.67%), MOAS (n = 57.14%), 
HRW (n = 45.56%), and Caritas (n = 26.32%) also had a significant number of the overall quotes 
referred to in their respective documents be those of NGO leaders. Public relations practitioners 
have seen harm come to organizations when a key spokesperson or public figure is defamed or 
criticized and then associated with that organization (Fussell Sisco, 2015). Perhaps it was as a 
result of this fear of having an individual fall from grace that none of the five NGOs surveyed 
employed charisma, or, as Coombs (1992) defined it, “the extraordinary characteristics of a 
person that sets them apart from and above others.” 
Conclusion 
Future Research  
Future studies should further explore agenda building practices can be successful with the 
use of legitimation strategies. A more specific chronological analysis could compare press 
releases with the news articles that followed in the days after the release and examine whether or 
not the press release or statement was alluded to and how many similarities there are in strategy 
mentioned. Additionally, this study was limited in the number of articles that could be analyzed 
in the given period of time. Future studies should include a broader sample of articles and 
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explore longitudinal effects of NGO issue management efforts and compare efforts and 
legitimation strategies to perceived public opinion. It would be helpful to expand on agenda 
building theory by surveying public opinion and seeing if efforts were effective in, not only 
being implemented in media, but also being adopted by the public. Future studies should also 
juxtapose  news values with legitimation strategies to see if these bases are more effectively 
transferred to build an agenda if they seem to align more clearly with news values reporters and 
the media seek out in their coverage.  
Also, cross-tabulation of different strategies could be used to further observe which of 
Coombs (1992) strategies and tactics NGOs are also likely to be combined. Also, adopting a unit 
of measure by paragraph and not by article would be helpful in more accurately seeing 
combinations of strategies, but also patterns in what the object of legitimacy of public relations 
efforts might be. Often, throughout the content analysis, it seemed as though a single article was 
legitimizing more than just one object (issue, issue actor, actions or policy prescriptions). 
Statistics on the number of migrants that have arrived to Europe in 2016 might be legitimizing 
the scope of the issue, while figures on the amount of people that have been rescued at sea might 
legitimize an organization or its actions, and a critique of current E.U. or other national policies 
might legitimize the policies proposed by an NGO. The object of legitimacy and the strategies 
employed in each paragraph could potentially reveal patterns regarding what objects are being 
legitimized and in what order.   
Finally, future research should also explore how legitimation strategies can be transferred 
and used in social media presence of NGOs and advocacy groups. A study looking at Twitter and 
140 character tweets, could help reveal what specific organizations see as the core of their 
messaging strategy and if/how legitimacy bases are highlighted and emphasized in their content.   
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It would be interesting to note how the medium might influence which legitimacy bases are used. 
Looking at Twitter content in contrast to Instagram posts could look at what strategies can be 
employed in images (whether emotionality, rationality or figures are depicted) or in photo 
captions. Looking at user engagement, including followers, favorites, retweets and comments 
could also look at how legitimacy messages are employed, perceived and perhaps adopted.  
Implications 
Toth (2006) called on public relations scholars to develop more literature on public 
policy and its process, while Heath (2010) called for a model that embraces all collectivities 
serving as stakeholders and stakeseekers in the mix of issue management and public policy 
development and acknowledges that all types of organizations engage in and have need for 
public relations. He also called for a systematic process to analyze the efforts of all of these 
groups. This paper fills such need by studying the case of the European immigration crisis and 
the influence of efforts made by various NGOs on the European Union’s and on European 
nation’s policy discussions and decisions.  
This study contributes to practitioners’ understanding of how to engage in, and improve 
advocacy efforts of NGOs and other issue actors in an international context, especially when the 
dialogue focuses on contemporary human rights issues. Additionally, studies like this also serve 
as an effort to de-stigmatize a generally unfavorable view of the practice of public relations and 
prove how (usually well-accepted) NGOs and advocacy groups can employ public relations 
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1) Story Number. News articles will be organized from oldest to newest. The coder will 
write the number on the top of the first page of the article and on the coding sheet. 
 
2) Publication Name. The coder will write the full name of the publication in which the 
article appeared on the coding sheet. 
 
3) Headline. The coder will write the full headline of the news article on the coding sheet. 
 
4) Date. The date that the article was published in a eight-digit number (e.g. August 10, 
2015 coded as 08-10-2015). 
 
5) Dateline. The coder will write the dateline that appeared in the article on the coding 
sheet. Should a dateline be missing from the article, the coder will write N/A. 
 
6) Type of Story. Based off of LexisNexis labels will be coded as: 
1. Newspaper 
2. Major World Publication  
3. U.S. Newspapers 
4. Web-based Publications 
5. News 
6. Press Release 
7. Magazine 
8. Other  
All stories can be identified by looking at the end of each article under “PUBLICATION- 
TYPE.” 
 
7) Article Geographic focus by country. The article’s country geographic focus on which 
will determined by the country the story focuses on. To identify geographic country focus 
for the article, coders will consider the article content in this order a) headline, b) lead 
graf. Should there be mention of various continents or regions, the most specific 
geographic reference should be used. 
Other 
1. Mediterranean  
2. European/ EU  
3. Africa 
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4. Middles East 
5. Other 
6. Unclassified/ Unclear  
Europe 
7. Albania- Tirana 
8. Andorra- Andorra la Vella 
9. Austria- Vienna 
10. Belarus- Minsk 
11. Belgium- Brussels 
12. Bosnia & Herzegovina- Sarajevo  
13. Bulgaria- Sofia 
14. Croatia- Zagreb 
15. Czech Republic- Prague 
16. Denmark- Copenhagen 
17. Estonia- Tallin 
18. Finland- Helsinki 
19. France- Paris 
20. Germany- Berlin 
21. Greece- Athens 
22. Hungary- Budapest 
23. Iceland- Reykjavik 
24. Republic of Ireland- Dublin 
25. Italy- Rome 
26. Latvia- Riga 
27. Liechtenstein- Vaduz 
28. Lithuania- Vilnius 
29. Luxembourg- Luxembourg City 
30. Republic of Macedonia- Skopje 
31. Malta- Valletta 
32. Monaco- Monaco 
33. Netherlands- Amsterdam 
34. Norway- Oslo 
35. Poland- Warsaw 
36. Portugal- Lisbon 
37. Romania- Bucharest 
38. Russia- Moscow 
39. Serbia & Montenegro- Belgrade 
40. Slovakia- Bratislava 
41. Slovenia- Ljubljana 
42. Spain-Madrid 
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43. Sweden-Stockholm 
44. Switzerland- Bern 
45. Ukraine- Kiev 
46. United Kingdom- London 
47. Vatican City- Vatican City 
Additional 
48. United States  
49. Turkey- Ankara 
 
8) Story Topic: To identify the story topic (frame), coders will read the news articles in this 
order: a) headline, b) introduction/ lead graf. 
Coded As: 
1. Social issues/problems. 
i. Includes stories about morality, ethics, and attempts to address these issues 
in the country or countries of focus. 
2. Human interest. 
i. Includes a focus on a single person’s story or experience, feature.   
3. Health. 
i.  Includes diseases, threats to health, sickness, medicines, and death. 
4. Politics. 
i. Includes issues of security and other policy discussions, debates and 
decisions, and military movements or involvement. 
5. Crime. 
i.  Includes stories with incriminating tones; focusing on the illegal, irregular 
immigration, or illegal activity caused by immigrants in their country of 
arrival.  
6. Economy. 
i. Includes focus on the state of the economy, business news, companies, or 
employment issues in the country or countries of focus.  
7. Environment. 
i. Includes focus on environmental implications of immigration and 
integration, etc.  
8. Other/ Unspecified  
 
Conceptual Definitions and Measures of Strategy-based Variables 
For each of the following variables, the coder will indicate if a strategy is present by recording 
either a 1 or 0. Should the same strategy be utilized more that once per article, the coder should 
record the number of times a strategy was employed in an article. Definitions and examples for 
each of these variables are listed below: 
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V1: Tradition. Draws legitimacy from history; things have always been done in a certain way 
and should remain that way. 
 i.e. NGO tradition of always advocating for children or those who cannot speak for 
themselves, etc. 
 
“…the primary aim being to prevent the loss of life, not ferry immigrants.” 
 
o This does not include a specific country’s tradition of always being welcoming to 
immigrants, etc.    
V2: Charisma. Draws legitimacy from the extraordinary characteristics of a person’s 
characteristics that set them apart from and above others. 
 Personal attributes of persons in leadership that are involved—not including vocational or 
professional experience. Including image of trustworthiness by mention of selfless or 
philanthropic motivations.  
“They are entrepreneurs, but they feel the responsibility to helping people in 
distress lies not solely with the state or the EU.” 
V3: Bureaucracy. Draws legitimacy from accepted rules, laws, statutes, and so on. 
 Excerpts of accepted laws, rules, mission statements or statutes that INGOs abide by.  
 
 Organizational structure- mention of team or organizational structure of MOAS.  
“This time last year, MOAS was a non-entity and others had to be convinced of 
our capabilities, but today it is no longer a paper tiger.” 
 
V4: Values. Are subdivided into absolute and societal values. Absolute values are values 
accepted by all people as just and right, such as natural laws; societal values represent the norms 
of a specific social system. Either absolute or societal values can serve as sources of legitimacy. 
 Mention of absolute values; including references to human rights or to rights of migrants, 
anything framing response or efforts as ‘humanitarian’. 
 
“I find it inhuman, illegal and morally controversial…” 
 
 “Thousands travel in search of asylum and relief from human rights violations 
and military conflict.” 
 
“the worst humanitarian crises of our time…” 
 
“… a new "human tragedy" in the Mediterranean. 
 
 Societal values- refers to mention of respect for norms of Italian society and culture, 
Catholicism or the Pope. 
 
“Pope Francis condemned ‘global indifference’ to the crisis.” 
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 Reference to Laws of the Sea: the idea that “assistance is to be provided to any person in 
distress at sea. They shall do so regardless of the nationality or status of such a person or 
the circumstances in which that person is found.” 
V5: De-legitimacy. A process of bolstering one's legitimacy by eroding the legitimacy of the 
opposition; one may build legitimacy by attacking the legitimacy of one's opponent. Each 
instance a critique takes place or is quoted in an argument should be recorded as 1. Similarly, 
one critique, listing various flaws or deficiencies will also count as 1 instance.  
 Critique of EU/governmental programs (i.e. Frontex/Triton or other campaigns) 
implemented by the European Union. 
“Triton is a cheaper, far less ambitious European Union border patrol that 
people on the frontline of the refugee crisis say will cost lives.” 
 
 Critique of EU or other governments’ actions: 
 
“The EU does not even know the scale of the potential tragedy,”  
 
“There has been little effort by governments to compile an authoritative record.” 
 
 Critique of policy arguments or adversarial points of view. 
 
“…rescuing migrants encourages others to make the journey, is an argument 
echoed by the British government when it refused to fund Triton, and makes 
traffickers' work easier as they no longer need to worry about boats reaching 
Europe.” 
 
 Critique of policy decisions. 
 
“People will die because Italy is ending its sea rescue mission in the 
Mediterranean and the rest of Europe is refusing to pay for a full replacement…”  
 
“A new answer is needed to the refugee crisis in the Mediterranean Sea…” 
 
 Critique of response time or delayed processes.  
 
“While everyone is trying to find a solution, nobody deserves to die out at 
se…and while they are making a decision, people will die." 
 
V6: Credibility. Refers to a speaker's personal characteristics and centers on expertise and 
trustworthiness; association with a credible person can build legitimacy. 
 Association- refers to mention of other partner organizations. 
 Association back to a country’s government 
 Association to prominent (non-governmental) figure; i.e. celebrity sponsors and partners 
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V7: Rationality. The use of empirical and logical evidence (verifiable information) to persuade 
people. Despite two different figures being mentioned, a complete statement will count as (1) 
occurrence. 
 Mention of migrant patterns, stressing the impact and size of the migrant influx.  
“The number of migrants entering the EU illegally in 2014 almost tripled to 
276,000, according to Frontex, nearly 220,000 of them arriving via the 
Mediterranean.” –this statement would count as (1) occurrence.  
 
“More than 280,000 people entered the European Union illegally last year.” 
 
 Mention of the incidents of vessel sinkings that have occurred  
 Mention of number of people that have been saved 
 Mention of number of people having drowned or died  
 
“One particularly grim accident last year, in which more than 300 people were 
drowned…” 
 
 Giving numerical data on funds spent.  
 
“the navy launched Mare Nostrum, a (EURO)29m (£22.7m) a month 
humanitarian operation” 
 
 Other  
 
“Syrians are fleeing a four-year conflict that has killed more than 210,000 people 
and forced half the population to flee their homes.”  
 
V8: Emotionality The use of emotions to persuade an audience. 
 A personal story. Mentioning struggle, sacrifice or relief experienced by a survivor/ 
immigrant/ refugee (this does not include volunteers or staff members). Should content 
on quote include mention of children or life and death situation, code solely as “personal 
story” 
 
"Life was impossible… I am so happy in Italy, there is no fighting, no death."  
 
 “The toughest part was ensuring that the babies - there were nine children under 
the age of five - could be handed over safely, not dropped into the water or 
crushed between the boats.” 
 
“One Somali woman was flown to Malta after she went into labour on an Italian 
rescue ship.” 
 
 Mention of children, but lacking any allusion to the risk of death. 
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"These are vulnerable people who have fled war ... many women and children.” 
 
“We ask people to put themselves in the position of that person or child who feels 
compelled to make a journey." 
 
 Consistent of persistent allusion to death OR creating an understanding that this is an 
issue of life or death.  
 
“The lifesaving operation will take place between May and October…” 
 
“men, women, and children are forced to risk their lives and take a desperate 
journey…” 
 
V9: Entitlement. Direct experience with the subject 
 Mention of previous vocational experience or knowledge.  
 Infrastructure or mention of physical and/or financial resources.  
“MY Phoenix, a 40-meter rescue ship. Equipped with high-speed, rigid-hull 
inflatable boats and surveillance drones, and with a crew of 20, the ship will 






Noting if an image or picture in the article was alluded to or described in a photo caption. 
 
0- No image.  
1- Image included/mentioned. 
 
b. Quotes and remarks. This includes any quotes stated in the article by each of the 
following listed groups of individuals.  
 
Only the first 3 (appearing in order) quotes mentioned each of the articles will be coded 
depending on whether such a quote was mentioned or attributed. Should the same person 
be quoted more than once, she/he will only be counted once. 
 
0- None 
1- NGO leadership or public figure  
2- Top EU government or political leader 
3- Top UN leader or spokesperson- including leadership in IOM or other 
organizations housed under or sponsored by the UN. 
4- National government leader or spokesperson of European nation. 
5- Local or regional government official  
6- Other governmental or political leader 
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7- Survivor/migrant 
8- Volunteer  
9- Leadership or public figure of other NGO not part of story focus 
10- Other 
 
c. Sources.  
All inanimate sources used in the headline, intro (lead graf) and text of the stories will be 
identified and coded in the order they appear in the content. Only the first 3 (appearing in 
order) sources mentioned each of the articles will be coded. 
 
0- None referenced. 
1- Inanimate sources, including NGO reports 
2- Reference to statement or press release of NGO at focus of the story. 
3- Reports or press releases of other NGO not part of story focus 
4- Coast Guard or Navy reports or documents 
5- Frontex/Triton reports, figure or findings 
6- Inanimate sources, including UN reports or figures. 
7- Inanimate sources, including governmental reports or figures. 
8- Not Sourced. Any figures or numbers not given attribution.  
9- Other. 
 
d. Interactive Communication. Any mention of new media or social media use and/or 
interactions. 
 
0- No mention of social media.  
1- Mention of organization website 
2- Mention of organization’s social media  
 
“MOAS said on Twitter it had saved 369 migrants, mainly from Eritrea.” 
 
3- Other link  
 
e. Main object of legitimacy. To identify the main object of legitimacy, coders will read 






4- Policy/position  
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f. Other associated organizations mentioned. Coders will list the full name of 
organizations mentioned in the article (other than the NGO that is focus of the story). 
Should no other organization be mentioned, record a 0. 
